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R342angiosperms co-occurred, they 
write. Interestingly, although early 
angiosperms were present in the 
forest, no insects were found that 
would have pollinated their flowers.
The only predators found were the 
ant, which probably foraged on the 
soil and on plants, and a linyphiid 
spider, whose modern relatives 
construct webs close to the ground.
“Together with diverse 
microscopic inclusions these 
findings reveal the interaction 
of plants, fungi and arthropods 
during an epoch of major change 
in terrestrial ecosystems, which 
was caused by the initial radiation 
of the angiosperms,” the authors 
write. “Because of its age, 
paleogeographic location and the 
exceptional preservation of the 
inclusions, this fossil resin broadens 
our understanding of the ecology of 
the Cretaceous woodlands.” 
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Time travel is the preserve of 
science fiction but perhaps the 
closest biologists can get to it is the 
discovery of material captured in 
fossilised amber, millions of years 
old. And the latest discovery of 
Cretacean life captured in amber 
provides a spectacular insight into 
African forest life at the time.
Amber is of great paleontological 
importance because it preserves 
a diverse array of organisms and 
associated remains from different 
habitats in and close to the amber-
producing forests. A multinational 
team, comprising 20 scientists 
from Europe, Ethiopia and the US, 
now report in the Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Science 
(published online), the discovery 
of spectacular amber specimens 
from sandstone in north-western 
Ethiopia that contain a rich array 
of biological material including 
representatives of ants, wasps, 
thrips, zorapterans and spiders, 
representing the earliest African 
records of these ecologically 
important groups. There are also 
plant fungi and bacterial specimens 
in the amber.
Although the sandstone lacks 
fossils to help age it, the researchers 
used age-relevant information from 
the amber itself to date it to around 
93–95 million years old.
Fossil tree resins are found in 
hundreds of Old World and New 
World localities with particular 
abundance in the Cretaceous and 
more recent Eocene to Miocene 
remains. Most deposits have been 
discovered from the former northern 
continent of Laurasia. Very little 
amber has been discovered from 
the former continent of Gondwana.
The new finds from Ethiopia are 
therefore of particular significance.
The finds are dated to a period of 
the onset and evolutionary success 
of the angiosperms. Archaic 
gymnosperms declined and modern 
gymnosperms and fern families 
diversified “in the shadow of the 
angiosperms,” the authors write. 
“As a result there was a tremendous 
macroscopic change in terrestrial 
ecosystems.” The Ethiopian amber 
forest represents an ecosystem 
in which both conifers and early 
History lesson: A hymenopteran preserved in amber discovered in Ethiopia and dated to 
around 95 million years old. (Photo: courtesy of PNAS and Alexander Schmidt.)
